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A LETTER TO PRESIDENT EISENHOWER 


On November 10 Oliver La Farge wrote to President Bisenhower on behalf of the Association on American Indian Affairs. 
fhe following pages are given over to the text of that letter. 





Novemb 
Hon. Dwight D. Eisenhower er 10, 1955 


The White House 
Washington, D. C. 


Dear Mr. President: 


The announcement in the press of your wise plan to recommend 
to Congress a form of domestic Point 4 Program for this nation's chronically 
depressed areas leads me to write to you to urge that you explicitly include 
in that program areas occupied by the American Indians, who are certainly as 
chronically depressed as any group in the country. I address you with the 
more confidence, because your own statements during the last presidential 
campaign and on several later occasions have shown real interest in our 
Indian fellow citizens and a humane desire for their advancement. 


A well conceived program of this sort will not only serve 
justice and our own interests, it will do much to remove the sense of dis- 
appointment, even dread, that among most Indians has replaced the high hopes 
they had when your administration began. We believe that your subordinates 
have not advised you of the present state of Indian opinion and its causes. 
We hope that you will inform yourself of what is in their minds, and we are 
sure that you will find that what they are protesting and what they have 
been vainly recommending are essential to the requirements of a Point 4 
type of program. 


Courageously imagined and implemented in good faith, an 
American Indian Point 4 Program would halt, before it is too late, the 
present administrative tendency to see the solution to the Indian problem 
in the dispersal of Indian communities. It would reveal the solution to 
lie, rather, in the elevation of Indian communities to the level of health 
and well-being enjoyed by other communities in our country. 


Years of paternalism and mismanagement have left the 
Indians of the United States trapped between a shattered economy and a 
grievous lack of education. Two-thirds of their once adequate estate have 
been dissipated, and they have nothing to show for it. Your administration 
has done much to alleviate the educational lack, particularly for the great 
Navaho Tribe, so long grossly deprived. On the contrary, in regard to 
their economy and the wellsprings of Indian initiative, your administration's 
present policies tend to worsen the situation. 
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Certain essential elements of a program for Indians 
should be brought to your personal attention. First, all Indians who 
had not been made citizens by previous special acts were made citizens 
by act of Congress in 1924. We stress this point, Mr. President, be- 
cause at a press conference on May 18th last, in answer to a question 
about your campaign pledge that the welfare of the Indians would receive 
attention, you replied that progress had been made "in the progressive 
granting of citizenship, where this has been applicable." 


They are citizens, voters, Americans, and well tested 
comrades in arms. Unless administrators think of them in those terms, 
no sound program can be devised for them. Like other Americans, they 
are resentful of decisions made for them by others, of programs, however 
benevolent, imposed upon them from above. They have the right common to 
all Americans, to pursue happiness, to preserve their integrity, their 
heritage and traditions. They have the inherent right to retain, if they 
so wish, their identity as Indians and as tribal groups, to organize for 
their common good, and within their territories to exercise a measure of 
home rule. 


Indians have also certain other rights, guaranteed by in- 
numerable official promises, by court rulings, by legislation, or by sol- 
emn treaties. They have reserved to themselves, except as the Congress 
has pared it away, the right of local self-government. As a part consid- 
eration for the cession of most of their lands, much of the remaining 
Indian estate has been held by the United States as trustee, free of State 
and local taxes. Until recently, the trustee, through the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs, has sought to protect this property, and to preserve the Indians' 
ownership of it, against all pressures to divest them of it. Now your sub- 
ordinates, on the pretext of "freeing" the Indians, or of "giving them con- 
trol of their own property", have made a number of moves which will cause 
the alienation of large areas, not to mention the destruction of whole 
tribal estates such as the rich timber holdings of the Klamath. 


On their rights as Americans and on the retention of their 
once great estate, the whole structure of Indian progress in the last twenty- 
five years has been based. In this connection, I urgently call to your at- 
tention the recent statement of the National Council of Churches, wherein it 
is said, "We recognize that America has been enriched by the Indian cultural 
heritage and that the values thus brought into our society should be con- 
served. We therefore affirm the necessity for assuring to each Indian tribe 
or band the right to preserve, to the extent consistent with the general wel- 
fare, its own cultural identity." 


It does not grant a man freedom or equality to deprive him 
of his rights. It does not make him a better American to destroy his com- 
munity and break up his traditional organizations. 


The reporter who questioned you at your press conference on 
May 18th, Mr. President, referred particularly to the destitution of some of 
the Indians in South Dakota. You said, according to the press report, that 
"if such conditions exist, it is high time they were stopped." Do you know 
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INDIAN BUREAU AMENDING MAY 16 MEMORANDUM 


The Bureau of Indian Affairs, officially acknowledging protest by Indians and their 
fellow-citizens, is amending its May 16 memorandum, which removed safeguards against the 
passage of Indian lands out of Indian ownership. Indian Commissioner, Glenn L. Emmons, 
in a November 22 letter to Oliver La Farge, president of the Association on American 
Indian Affairs, announced the modification. The Association takes this opportunity to 
speed the good news to its members and the Indian tribes. 


On May 16, it will be recalled, the Commissioner of Indian Affairs ordered reservation 
officials to ignore tribal interest in deciding whether to "patent" or open to sale to non- 
Indians certain tracts of Indian land. The order specifically instructed officials to 
patent land even if it contained the Indian community's only source of water or was a key 
part of a tribal grazing unit. 


On June 26, four national organizations -- the Association on American Indian Affairs, 
the Indian Rights Association, the Friends Committee on Legislation, and the National Con- 
gress of American Indians --— publicly denounced the order on the ground that it undermined 
the land-base without which Indian communities could not survive; and on the ground that 
Indian communities could not compete against non-Indian bidders to buy back land which was 
put up for sale. In August and again in October, the Association on American Indian Af- 
fairs called national attention to this grave situation through its newsletter. 


The Bureau of Indian Affairs put into circulation a memorandum, which softened the 
meaning of the May 16 order, but which had to be regarded as ineffective because it was 
undated, addressed to no one in particular, and did not formally replace the earlier in- 
structions. This memorandum stated: 

-.-If there is any real possibility that the disposal of a particular allotment might adversely affect other 

Indian lands in trust, the Bureau will take the initiative in consulting with the Indians concerned and will 

give them every possible assistance in working out a satisfactory solution to the problem. In some cases this 

will involve purchase of the patented allotment by the tribal group; in other cases it will involve other va= 
rious types of arrangements... Note: Italics ours. 

On November 4, the president of the Association on American Indian Affairs wrote Com- 
missioner Emmons, asking that the above amelioration of policy be incorporated in the 
Bureau's formal instructions to Reservation officials. 


On November 22, two important documents were issued over the signature of the Commis-— 
sioner of Indian Affairs. Ome was a letter to Oliver La Farge, informing him that the step 
he had urged was being taken. The other was an official communication to reservation staffs, 
advising them that this clarification of their May 16 instructions was in process. 


On November 29, Oliver La Farge wrote the Indian Commissioner in part as follows: 


.-. We Still think it would be better if you restored the former emphasis on going very slow in the issuance of 
patents in such cases, but the inclusion of these principles makes the new policy definitely less objectionable... 


Members of the Association on American Indian Affairs will be interested in the open- 
ing sentences of the Indian Commissioner's November 22 communication to Reservation officers: 


The Central Office has received numerous telegrams, letters and postal cards objecting to or inquiring 
about thepolicy as stated in Bureau memorandum of May 16, regarding the above subject. 

As a result of such correspondence there has b°en prepared and distributed a statement on the Bureau's fee 
patent policy... We propose to issue promptly a temporary manual release which will incorporate the substance 
of the memorandum and statement... 
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that at this moment the Commissioner of Indian Affairs has available a cash 
balance of about $6,000,000 in the loan fund which the Congress provided 
for the express purpose of rehabilitating Indians who are too poor or are 
otherwise not eligible for commercial loans? It does not help impoverished 
communities or tribes to help themselves, to stop making loans from this re- 
volving fund, in the teeth of a magnificent record of repayment by the 
Indians and then speak pridefully of teaching these unfortunates "standard 
banking practices." A man without either money or security has no way of 
learning standard banking practices. A first step in a program for Indians 
is to restore the loan fund to full operation. We urge that you see that 
this is done. 


Consultation with Indians, followed by utter disregard of 
their wishes, is a mockery. So, too, is consultation accompanied by coer- 
cive pressure. 


For example, the reluctant consent of the Klamath and 
Menominee Tribes of Indians to the termination or abandonment acts to 
which they have been subjected was strongly influenced by a flat refusal 
to allow them access to their own funds--large sums of money that are 
rightfully theirs--unless they would signify such consent. As the termin- 
ation process moves forward for these two tribes, both of them holders of 
extremely valuable timber lands, it looks as if one of its chief results 
would be the dissipation of their most important assets. Your administra- 
tion also recommended termination for a number of other tribes, but in most 
cases the Congress heeded their protests and let the legislation die. 


Half a century ago, when fee patents were being issued in 
wholesale quantities, the notorious device for getting control of large 
areas Of Indian land, cheaply and quickly, was to induce, by whatever means, 
the owner of a key tract, such as the only one with water in a grazing area, 
to sell. All the surrounding tracts then became useless to anyone but the 
owner of the key tract, and he could buy or lease them at his own price. 

The folly of this policy, and the widespread damage to Indians and their 
property, were first seen by the Hoover administration. Later, a Depart- 
ment regulation required the Bureau, before issuing a fee patent, to con- 
sider the effect of loss of a given piece of land upon the whole community, 
and specifically obliged the Bureau to determine that the termination of the 
trust “would not destroy or jeopardize a timber unit or grazing area." On 
May 16th your Commissioner of Indian Affairs issued a memorandum to his area 
directors instructing them to ignore this regulation. He instructed his sub- 
ordinates to disregard the possibility that a land sale may ruin a valuable 
timber or grazing unit. They are even to ignore the need of preserving access 
to lands remaining in trust. I know of no parallel in recent times to this 
shocking abdication of one of the Indian Bureau's basic responsibilities. 


In the Federal Register for August 10, 1955, page 5777, ap- 
pears a short amendment to the "General Grazing Regulations" of the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs. It seems harmless. Actually it is another example of the 
administrative paring away of Indian rights and property which is going on. 
Beginning in 1933, as a part of the emergency relief program and later as part 
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of the Resettlement and the Farm Security Administration programs, a million 
acres of land, more or less, were purchased for Indian use, and were turned 
over to the Secretary of the Interior for administration. Now spokesmen for 
the Bureau say that these lands should be returned to white ownership unless 
the Indians have made what Bureau officials consider ‘good use' of them. Of 
course, these lands, which were in depressed areas twenty years ago, are now 
much more valuable as a result of the expenditure of Federal or tribal monies 
for soil conservation, reseeding and other improvements. Heretofore, the in- 
come from these lands has been held in “special deposits” in the Treasury, 

in the expectation that the money would go to the Indian tribes when title 

to these lands was conveyed to them in trust. The amendment printed on 
August 10th ends this segregation of funds, and means that any grazing fees 
from these lands will not accrue to the Indians but will go into the general 
funds of the Treasury. And at the same time the Department of the Interior 
is opposing legislation which would give the Indians the equitable interest 
in these lands, while retaining the legal title in the United States in trust 
for the various tribes. 


Two years ago, when you signed Public Law 280, Mr. President, 
you indicated deep concern and issued a statement asking that the Congress 
provide subsequently for adequate consultation. I believe that the record 
of the past two years clearly proves that consultation is not enough. The 
real issue is whether or not Indian consent is a prerequisite to termination 
of Federal responsibilities, legal or moral. As to the amendment of Public 
Law 280, I urge that you reinforce the position you then took by instructing 
the Bureau of the Budget and the Secretary of the Interior to report to the 
Congress that legislation to provide for Indian consent to the transfer of 
civil and criminal jurisdiction would not be contrary to the program of the 
President. One such bill, S. 51, is on the Senate calendar. Government by 
consent of the governed is not an alien doctrine. It is a measure of the 
genuineness of our democracy. It is at the heart of the many issues which 
the American Indians face, and is an element by which the whole world will 


Judge us. 


We look to you, Mr. President, confident in your good will 
toward Indians, to put a stop to the practices now working directly against 
the type of program that you have proposed, as well as those practices so 
contrary to your promises of consultation. Your new plan for a domestic 
Point 4 Program offers a magnificent opportunity to bring the American 
Indians into the normal democratic procedures of mutual planning, consent 
of those benefitted to the intended benefits to be bestowed upon them, and 
normal American participation in their own advancement. 


The country has stood still to pray for your return to health, 
and it will not be easy for you to take time from all the great matters that 
will press upon you now to consider the case of these less than half million 
Americans. Yet I beg that you listen to what they are trying to tell you. 


Yours respectfully, 


Yea 


Oliver La Farge, President 





